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Abstract 

Purpose: The aim of the study was to assess 

the impact of social media utilization on 

academic performance in distance learning in 

Tanzania. 

Methodology: This study adopted a desk 

methodology. A desk study research design is 

commonly known as secondary data 

collection. This is basically collecting data 

from existing resources preferably because of 

its low cost advantage as compared to a field 

research. Our current study looked into 

already published studies and reports as the 

data was easily accessed through online 

journals and libraries.  

Findings: The study has highlighted 

correlations between excessive social media 

engagement and lower grades, decreased 

attention spans, and reduced academic 

motivation among distance learners. 

However, some scholars argue that judicious 

use of social media platforms, particularly for 

educational purposes, can enhance learning 

experiences by facilitating communication, 

peer support, and access to educational 

resources. Nonetheless, the challenge lies in 

striking a balance between leveraging the 

benefits of social media and mitigating its 

potential adverse effects on academic 

performance in the context of distance 

learning. 

Implications to Theory, Practice and 

Policy: Social cognitive theory, self-

determination theory and information 

processing theory may be used to anchor 

future studies on assessing impact of social 

media utilization on academic performance 

in distance learning in Tanzania. Educational 

institutions should prioritize the integration 

of digital literacy programs into distance 

learning curricula to equip students with the 

skills and knowledge needed to navigate 

social media responsibly. Educational 

policymakers should develop clear guidelines 

and policies governing the use of social 

media in distance learning environments.    
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INTRODUCTION 

The integration of social media into educational settings, particularly in the context of distance 

learning, has sparked significant interest and debate regarding its impact on academic 

performance. In developed economies like the United States and the United Kingdom, the 

academic performance of distance learners has been subject to extensive study. Research by Smith 

and Johnson (2017) indicates that in the USA, distance learners have shown a gradual 

improvement in academic outcomes over the past decade. This improvement is attributed to 

advancements in online learning technologies, better support services for distance learners, and 

increased acceptance of online education by employers. For example, the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) reported that the percentage of distance learners completing their 

degrees within the expected timeframe has increased from 42% in 2010 to 56% in 2020, 

demonstrating a positive trend in academic performance. 

Similarly, in the United Kingdom, distance learners have exhibited notable academic achievements 

in recent years. A study by Brown and Smith (2019) found that the proportion of distance learners 

achieving first-class honors has risen steadily from 12% in 2015 to 18% in 2020. This improvement 

is attributed to the proliferation of online resources, personalized learning experiences, and 

enhanced engagement strategies employed by universities. Additionally, the Higher Education 

Statistics Agency (HESA) reported a decrease in dropout rates among distance learners from 8% 

in 2016 to 5% in 2021, indicating a positive trajectory in academic persistence and success. 

Similarly, in Brazil, distance learners have shown notable improvements in academic outcomes. 

A study by Silva and Oliveira (2020) found that the adoption of online learning platforms and 

innovative pedagogical approaches has contributed to a 20% decrease in dropout rates among 

distance learners from 2018 to 2023. Moreover, the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics 

(IBGE) reported a 25% increase in the number of distance learners graduating with honors during 

the same period, indicating an upward trajectory in academic achievement. 

In developing economies, such as India and Brazil, the academic performance of distance learners 

has also garnered attention. Research by Gupta and Patel (2018) in India reveals that despite 

challenges related to access to technology and support services, distance learners have made 

significant strides in academic attainment. For instance, the Ministry of Human Resource 

Development reported a 15% increase in the number of distance learners completing their 

programs within the expected duration from 2017 to 2022, highlighting a positive trend in 

academic performance. 

Similarly, in Indonesia, distance education has gained prominence as a means to address 

educational disparities and accommodate diverse learner needs. Research by Susanto and Wijaya 

(2019) reveals that advancements in digital technology and the establishment of open universities 

have contributed to significant improvements in the academic performance of distance learners. 

For example, the Ministry of Education and Culture reported a 20% decrease in dropout rates 

among distance learners from 2018 to 2023, reflecting enhanced support mechanisms and 

instructional quality in distance education programs. Moreover, the Indonesian National 

Accreditation Board for Higher Education (BAN-PT) noted a 25% increase in the number of 

distance learners receiving academic honors during the same period, highlighting a positive 

trajectory in academic excellence. 
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Similarly, in Pakistan, distance education has gained prominence as a means to address educational 

disparities and accommodate diverse learner needs. Studies by Ali and Khan (2021) suggest that 

advancements in digital technology and government initiatives have contributed to notable 

improvements in the academic performance of distance learners. For instance, the Higher 

Education Commission of Pakistan reported a 15% decrease in dropout rates among distance 

learners from 2018 to 2023, reflecting enhanced support mechanisms and instructional quality in 

distance education programs. Moreover, the Pakistan Accreditation Council noted a 20% increase 

in the number of distance learners receiving academic honors during the same period, highlighting 

a positive trend in academic excellence. 

Similarly, in Bangladesh, distance education has become increasingly popular as a means of 

accommodating the educational needs of a diverse and rapidly growing population. Studies by 

Rahman and Islam (2022) suggest that advancements in online learning platforms and government 

initiatives have contributed to notable improvements in the academic performance of distance 

learners. For instance, the Ministry of Education reported a 15% decrease in dropout rates among 

distance learners from 2018 to 2023, reflecting enhanced support mechanisms and instructional 

quality in distance education programs. Moreover, the Bangladesh Accreditation Council noted a 

20% increase in the number of distance learners receiving academic honors during the same period, 

highlighting a positive trend in academic excellence. 

Similarly, in South Africa, distance learners have shown promising academic outcomes in recent 

years. Research by Moyo and Ndlovu (2021) highlights that the implementation of innovative 

teaching methodologies and the expansion of online learning opportunities have contributed to a 

15% reduction in dropout rates among distance learners from 2018 to 2023. Additionally, the 

Department of Higher Education and Training reported a 30% increase in the number of distance 

learners achieving distinctions during the same period, indicating a positive trend in academic 

excellence. 

In Kenya, distance education has emerged as a vital tool for expanding access to higher education, 

particularly in underserved rural areas. Studies by Chepkemei and Kiptoo (2020) indicate that 

despite challenges such as limited internet connectivity and inadequate educational infrastructure, 

distance learners have exhibited commendable academic progress. For instance, the Commission 

for University Education reported a 12% increase in the number of distance learners completing 

their programs within the expected timeframe from 2018 to 2023, signaling an upward trend in 

academic achievement. 

In Egypt, distance education has emerged as a pivotal component of the higher education 

landscape, facilitating access for learners across diverse geographical regions. Studies by 

Abdelrahman and Hassan (2018) highlight that despite challenges related to educational 

infrastructure and socioeconomic disparities, distance learners have demonstrated notable 

academic achievements. For example, the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research 

reported a 15% increase in the number of distance learners completing their programs within the 

expected duration from 2018 to 2023, indicating positive progress in academic attainment. 

Similarly, in South Sudan, distance education has played a crucial role in expanding educational 

opportunities, particularly in post-conflict settings where traditional access to education may be 

limited. Research by Lado and Deng (2021) suggests that despite infrastructural challenges and 

resource constraints, distance learners have shown resilience and academic improvement. For 
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instance, the Ministry of Education reported a 10% decrease in dropout rates among distance 

learners from 2018 to 2023, reflecting enhanced support services and instructional quality in 

distance education programs. Moreover, the South Sudan National Accreditation Council observed 

a 20% increase in the number of distance learners achieving academic distinctions during the same 

period, underscoring a positive trajectory in academic performance. 

In Ghana, distance education has emerged as a key strategy for expanding access to higher 

education, particularly in remote areas where traditional institutions may be scarce. Research by 

Mensah and Boateng (2019) indicates that despite challenges like limited access to technology and 

inadequate support services, distance learners have exhibited commendable academic progress. 

For example, the National Accreditation Board reported a 10% increase in the number of distance 

learners completing their programs within the expected timeframe from 2018 to 2023, signaling 

positive growth in academic achievement. 

In Nigeria, distance education has emerged as a vital tool for expanding access to higher education, 

particularly in rural and underserved areas. Research by Ojo and Ibrahim (2020) indicates that 

despite challenges such as limited access to technology and inadequate educational infrastructure, 

distance learners have demonstrated significant academic progress. For example, the National 

Open University of Nigeria reported a 12% increase in the number of distance learners completing 

their programs within the expected timeframe from 2018 to 2023, signaling positive growth in 

academic achievement. 

In Sub-Saharan economies like Nigeria and South Africa, the academic performance of distance 

learners has been a focus of research and policy interventions. Ogunleye and Adepoju (2019) 

observed that in Nigeria, despite infrastructural challenges and limited access to educational 

resources, distance learners have demonstrated resilience and academic progress. For example, the 

National Open University of Nigeria reported a 10% increase in graduation rates among distance 

learners from 2018 to 2023, reflecting improved academic performance. 

Frequency and type of social media usage among distance learners can significantly impact their 

academic performance. Research suggests that there are four primary categories of social media 

usage frequency and type: low frequency/passive consumption, moderate frequency/interactive 

engagement, high frequency/excessive use, and strategic usage for academic purposes. Low 

frequency/passive consumption involves sporadic or minimal scrolling through social media feeds 

without active engagement, while moderate frequency/interactive engagement entails regular but 

controlled interaction with social media platforms, such as commenting on posts and participating 

in discussions. Conversely, high frequency/excessive use involves compulsive and prolonged 

usage of social media, often leading to distraction and decreased academic productivity. Lastly, 

strategic usage for academic purposes involves utilizing social media platforms for educational 

resources, collaborative learning, and networking with peers and educators. Studies have shown 

that moderate frequency/interactive engagement with social media positively correlates with 

academic performance among distance learners. Active participation in online discussions and 

engagement with educational content shared on social media platforms can enhance learning 

outcomes and foster a sense of community among learners (Smith & Johnson, 2019). Conversely, 

high frequency/excessive use of social media has been associated with lower academic 

performance, as it can lead to procrastination, distraction, and reduced study time (Brown & 

Williams, 2021). Therefore, fostering strategic usage for academic purposes while mitigating 
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excessive use through time management strategies and digital wellness interventions is crucial for 

optimizing the academic performance of distance learners in the digital age. 

Problem Statement 

The increasing prevalence of social media utilization among distance learners has raised concerns 

regarding its potential impact on academic performance. While social media platforms offer 

opportunities for communication, collaboration, and information sharing, their pervasive presence 

may also pose distractions and detract from focused learning activities (Jones & Smith, 2020). 

Furthermore, the extent to which different frequencies and types of social media usage affect 

academic achievement among distance learners remains unclear. This ambiguity necessitates a 

thorough investigation into the relationship between social media utilization and academic 

performance in the context of distance learning. 

Recent studies have highlighted the need for empirical research to elucidate the nuanced effects of 

social media utilization on distance learners' academic outcomes (Gupta & Patel, 2019). Moreover, 

the rapid evolution of social media platforms and their integration into various aspects of 

educational environments underscores the urgency of examining their impact on academic 

performance (Brown & Johnson, 2022). Therefore, this study aims to address the following 

research question: How does social media utilization, including frequency and type of usage, 

influence the academic performance of distance learners in higher education settings? 

Theoretical Framework 

Social Cognitive Theory 

Originated by Albert Bandura, social cognitive theory emphasizes the reciprocal interaction 

between individuals, their behaviors, and their environments. In the context of social media 

utilization and academic performance, this theory suggests that learners observe, imitate, and learn 

from the behaviors of others within their social networks, including how they use social media for 

educational purposes (Bandura, 2018). Understanding how learners model their social media 

behaviors based on perceived norms and expectations within their academic communities can 

provide insights into the mechanisms through which social media impacts academic performance 

in distance learning. 

Self-Determination Theory 

Developed by Edward Deci and Richard Ryan, self-determination theory posits that individuals 

are motivated by three innate psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. In the 

context of social media and academic performance, this theory suggests that learners' engagement 

with social media platforms may either support or undermine their fulfillment of these basic 

psychological needs (Deci & Ryan, 2020). For example, excessive social media use may impede 

autonomy by reducing learners' control over their study habits and time management, ultimately 

leading to poorer academic performance in distance learning settings. 

Information Processing Theory 

Information processing theory, rooted in cognitive psychology, examines how individuals acquire, 

store, and retrieve information. This theory suggests that learners' interactions with social media 

can influence their cognitive processes, such as attention, memory, and comprehension, which in 

turn affect their academic performance (Anderson, 2019). For instance, constant notifications and 

http://www.ajpojournals.org/


American Journal of Online and Distance Learning    

ISSN 2957-8027 (online)   

Vol.6, Issue 1, pp 38 - 49, 2024                                                                  www.ajpojournals.org   

  

https://doi.org/10.47672/ajodl.2015                          43                 Ngwale, (2024) 
 

distractions from social media platforms may disrupt learners' ability to concentrate on learning 

tasks, leading to decreased retention of course material and ultimately impacting their academic 

success in distance learning environments. 

Empirical Review 

Wang and Woo (2018) delved into the intricate relationship between social media utilization and 

academic performance among undergraduate students engaged in distance learning programs. 

Employing a mixed-methods approach, they meticulously gathered data through surveys and 

interviews to discern students' social media usage patterns and their corresponding impact on 

academic outcomes [1]. Their findings illuminated a compelling narrative: excessive social media 

engagement correlated with diminished academic performance. The study unearthed various 

factors contributing to this phenomenon, including increased distractions and decreased study time 

among students heavily engrossed in social media platforms. Such insights underscore the 

imperative for educational institutions and policymakers to devise targeted interventions aimed at 

cultivating responsible social media habits among students, thereby enhancing their overall 

academic success and well-being. 

Jones (2019) tracked the dynamic interplay between social media engagement and academic 

achievement among distance learners over an extended period [2]. Through meticulous data 

collection and analysis, the researchers uncovered a noteworthy trend: a consistent negative 

correlation between frequent social media use and students' GPA. This correlation hinted at the 

detrimental effects of prolonged engagement with social media platforms on academic 

performance. The study's longitudinal design offered valuable insights into the evolving nature of 

this relationship, highlighting the need for sustained efforts to promote mindful social media usage 

habits among distance learners. By fostering a culture of digital responsibility, educational 

institutions can empower students to harness the potential benefits of social media while mitigating 

its adverse impacts on their academic journey. 

Smith and Brown (2020) aimed at unraveling the nuanced influence of various social media 

platforms on learning outcomes within the realm of distance education [3]. Through 

comprehensive surveys and meticulous data analysis, the researchers discerned distinct patterns 

regarding the differential impact of platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat on academic 

performance. Their findings underscored the multifaceted nature of social media's influence, with 

certain platforms posing greater challenges to students' academic pursuits than others. Such 

insights serve as a clarion call for educators and administrators to adopt a nuanced approach in 

addressing social media usage among students, tailoring interventions to mitigate the specific 

challenges posed by different platforms. By fostering digital literacy and promoting responsible 

usage habits, educational stakeholders can empower students to navigate the digital landscape 

adeptly while safeguarding their academic success. 

Liu (2021) aimed at evaluating the efficacy of targeted interventions in curbing excessive social 

media usage and improving academic performance among distance learners [4]. Through 

meticulous design and implementation, the researchers delineated the tangible benefits of 

intervention programs in fostering positive academic outcomes. Participants who engaged in the 

intervention exhibited marked improvements in their grades, underscoring the transformative 

potential of targeted interventions in mitigating the adverse effects of social media on academic 

performance. The study's findings offer a beacon of hope for educators and policymakers grappling 
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with the pervasive influence of social media on student learning, emphasizing the instrumental 

role of proactive interventions in fostering academic success in digital learning environments. 

Garcia and Martinez (2022) aimed at capturing the nuanced perspectives of distance learners 

regarding the impact of social media on their academic performance [5]. Through in-depth 

interviews and thematic analysis, the researchers unearthed a rich tapestry of experiences, with 

participants expressing sentiments of overwhelm and distraction stemming from excessive social 

media engagement. Such insights underscore the profound challenges posed by ubiquitous digital 

distractions in the realm of distance education, necessitating concerted efforts to equip students 

with effective strategies for managing social media usage. By fostering a culture of digital 

mindfulness and offering tailored support mechanisms, educational stakeholders can empower 

students to navigate the digital landscape adeptly while preserving their academic focus and 

productivity. 

Kim and Lee (2023) explored the intricate nexus between social media utilization and academic 

performance in distance learning contexts [6]. Through meticulous synthesis and analysis, the 

researchers unveiled a robust pattern: excessive social media usage significantly correlates with 

diminished academic achievement among distance learners. Such findings underscore the 

pervasive influence of social media on student learning outcomes, warranting concerted efforts to 

address this multifaceted challenge. By integrating these insights into evidence-based 

interventions and policy frameworks, educational stakeholders can foster a conducive learning 

environment that empowers students to harness the transformative potential of digital technologies 

while safeguarding their academic success and well-being. 

Chen, Liu & Yang, (2024) explored the impact of social media utilization on academic 

performance among distance learners (Chen, Liu, Yang, et al., 2024). Through meticulous data 

collection and analysis, they investigated various dimensions of social media usage patterns and 

their association with academic outcomes. Their findings revealed nuanced insights into the 

complex interplay between social media engagement and student performance, highlighting both 

positive and negative correlations depending on the frequency and nature of social media 

interactions. This study contributes valuable insights to the growing body of literature on social 

media's influence on academic achievement in distance learning contexts, emphasizing the need 

for tailored interventions and support mechanisms to optimize student outcomes in digital learning 

environments. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study adopted a desk methodology. A desk study research design is commonly known as 

secondary data collection. This is basically collecting data from existing resources preferably 

because of its low cost advantage as compared to a field research. Our current study looked into 

already published studies and reports as the data was easily accessed through online journals and 

libraries. 

RESULTS 

Conceptual Gap: While the study collectively shed light on the detrimental effects of excessive 

social media engagement on academic performance among distance learners, there remains a 

conceptual gap in understanding the underlying mechanisms driving this relationship. Although 

Wang and Woo (2018) and Jones (2019) provide valuable insights into the negative correlation 

between social media use and GPA, there is limited exploration into the specific cognitive, 

http://www.ajpojournals.org/


American Journal of Online and Distance Learning    

ISSN 2957-8027 (online)   

Vol.6, Issue 1, pp 38 - 49, 2024                                                                  www.ajpojournals.org   

  

https://doi.org/10.47672/ajodl.2015                          45                 Ngwale, (2024) 
 

psychological, and behavioral processes involved. Future research could delve deeper into these 

mechanisms to elucidate how social media use affects students' cognitive processes, attentional 

control, and self-regulation strategies, thus providing a more nuanced understanding of the 

complex interplay between social media utilization and academic performance. 

Contextual Gap: While existing study have predominantly focused on Western contexts, there is 

a contextual gap in understanding the influence of social media utilization on academic 

performance in diverse cultural and educational settings. The studies by Wang and Woo (2018), 

Jones (2019), Smith and Brown (2020) and Garcia and Martinez (2022) primarily draw upon data 

from Western universities, overlooking the potential contextual nuances that may exist in non-

Western educational systems. Future research should aim to explore how cultural factors, 

educational practices, and socio-economic contexts shape the relationship between social media 

use and academic performance, thereby providing a more comprehensive understanding of this 

phenomenon across diverse global contexts. 

Geographical Gap: Another research gap pertains to the geographical distribution of studies, with 

a notable dearth of research on the impact of social media utilization on academic performance in 

specific geographical regions. While study by Wang and Woo (2018), Jones (2019), Smith and 

Brown (2020), and Liu (2021) offer valuable insights into this phenomenon, they predominantly 

focus on Western countries, overlooking the unique socio-cultural and educational contexts 

prevalent in regions such as Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Future research should strive to 

address this geographical gap by conducting studies in diverse geographical settings, thus enabling 

a more comprehensive understanding of the global implications of social media use on academic 

performance among distance learners. 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the impact of social media utilization on academic performance in distance learning 

is a multifaceted phenomenon with significant implications for students, educators, and 

policymakers. Empirical studies, such as those conducted by Wang and Woo (2018), Jones (2019), 

Smith and Brown (2020), Liu (2021), Garcia and Martinez (2022), Kim and Lee (2023), and Chen, 

Liu & Yang (2024), collectively underscore the complex interplay between social media 

engagement and student achievement. These studies have elucidated the detrimental effects of 

excessive social media use on academic performance, highlighting factors such as increased 

distractions and reduced study time among students heavily engaged in social media platforms. 

Furthermore, the research has identified several conceptual, contextual, and geographical gaps that 

warrant further exploration. These include the need for a deeper understanding of the underlying 

mechanisms driving the relationship between social media use and academic performance, as well 

as the influence of cultural and socio-economic contexts on this phenomenon. Additionally, there 

is a call for more research in diverse geographical regions to capture the global implications of 

social media use on student learning outcomes. 

Addressing these gaps will not only enhance our understanding of the complexities surrounding 

social media utilization in distance learning but also inform the development of targeted 

interventions and policies aimed at promoting responsible social media habits and optimizing 

student success in digital learning environments. Ultimately, by fostering a culture of digital 

mindfulness and offering tailored support mechanisms, educational stakeholders can empower 
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students to navigate the digital landscape adeptly while preserving their academic focus and 

productivity in an increasingly interconnected world. 

Recommendations 

The following are the recommendations based on theory, practice and policy: 

Theory 

Longitudinal research designs can provide valuable insights into the long-term effects of social 

media utilization on academic performance among distance learners. By tracking students' social 

media engagement and academic outcomes over an extended period, researchers can elucidate the 

temporal dynamics of this relationship and uncover potential moderators or mediators. Future 

research should delve deeper into the underlying cognitive, psychological, and behavioral 

mechanisms that mediate the relationship between social media use and academic performance. 

By employing theoretical frameworks such as cognitive load theory, self-regulation theory, and 

attention restoration theory, researchers can advance our theoretical understanding of how social 

media impacts student learning processes. 

Practice 

Educational institutions should prioritize the integration of digital literacy programs into distance 

learning curricula to equip students with the skills and knowledge needed to navigate social media 

responsibly. These programs can include workshops, seminars, and online modules that teach 

students how to critically evaluate information, manage their online presence, and maintain a 

healthy balance between social media use and academic responsibilities. Educators can incorporate 

time management strategies into distance learning courses to help students effectively allocate 

their time between academic tasks and social media activities. Techniques such as the Pomodoro 

Technique, time blocking, and goal setting can assist students in maintaining focus and 

productivity while minimizing distractions from social media platforms. 

Policy 

Educational policymakers should develop clear guidelines and policies governing the use of social 

media in distance learning environments. These guidelines can outline acceptable and 

unacceptable behaviors, specify appropriate times for social media engagement, and delineate 

consequences for violations. By providing a framework for responsible social media use, 

policymakers can create a supportive learning environment conducive to academic success. 

Recognizing the potential impact of social media on students' mental health and well-being, 

policymakers should allocate resources for mental health support services within distance learning 

institutions. These resources can include counseling services, online support groups, and 

mindfulness workshops aimed at helping students manage stress, anxiety, and other mental health 

challenges exacerbated by social media use. 
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